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(57) ABSTRACT 

A ?ltering module to process purchase transaction data 
received from a retailer POS is disclosed. Merchant infor 
mation is used to ?lter purchase transactions by determining 
Whether the purchase transaction quali?es an initiating pur 
chaser for a reWard. The retailer POS transmits purchase 
data from a merchant to a host, Wherein the purchase data 
includes retailer data, transaction data and a retailer item 
identi?er, and Wherein the retailer item identi?er enables the 
host to determine a manufacturer item identi?er. The retailer 
POS then receives a determination that the merchant is a 
qualifying merchant When the purchase data corresponds to 
the loyalty program data and causes the host to issue loyalty 
aWards based on the manufacturer item identi?er and the 
loyalty program data. 
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SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR TIERED FILTERING 
OF PURCHASE TRANSACTIONS 

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED 
APPLICATIONS 

[0001] This application is a continuation-in-part of, and 
claims priority to, US. patent application Ser. No. 09/836, 
213, entitled “System and Method for Networked Loyalty 
Program” and ?led on Apr. 17, 2001, Which itself claims 
bene?t to US. Provisional Application Ser. No. 60/279,817, 
entitled “System and Method for Networked Incentive 
AWards Program” and ?led Mar. 29, 2001, Which is hereby 
incorporated by reference in its entirety. 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

[0002] The present invention relates generally to pur 
chaser incentive and aWards redemption programs, and more 
speci?cally, to the capture of retailer item identi?ers from 
?ltered merchants, and the matching of such retailer item 
identi?ers With corresponding manufacturer item identi?ers 
to facilitate, for example, data analysis and the provision of 
incentives and aWards to consumers. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[0003] Incentive aWard programs have been developed in 
a variety of industries to promote customer loyalty. Gener 
ally, such programs reWard customers for repeat business 
With the same merchant or service provider by accumulating 
reWard points Which can then be redeemed in a plurality of 
Ways, including exchanging the reWard points for additional 
goods and services that may be selected from an approved 
list or a redemption catalog for example. The reWard points 
are usually calculated using a predetermined formula or ratio 
that relates a customer’s purchase volume (i.e., in terms of 
money value or some other volume parameter) to a certain 
number of reWard points. For example, reWard points may 
be issued on a one-for-one basis With each dollar that a 
customer spends on particular goods and services. 

[0004] One Well-knoWn example of a customer incentive 
program is a “frequent ?yer” program Which reWards air 
lines passengers With “mileage points” based upon the 
distances that the passengers ?y With a particular airline. The 
mileage points may then be redeemed for free airfare or free 
car rentals. Other incentive aWard programs are designed to 
induce usage of particular ?nancial instruments, such as 
credit cards or debit cards, by accumulating reWard points or 
dollar value points based upon the volume of purchases 
made using the particular ?nancial instrument. These types 
of programs maybe designed such that customers of the 
?nancial institution accumulate reWard points Which can be 
redeemed for selected goods or services or, alternatively, 
such that customers accumulate points Which have a dollar 
value Which can be applied toWard a credit or debit balance, 
depending on Whether the instrument is a credit or debit 
instrument, for example. 

[0005] These and other similar incentive aWard programs 
are described in US. Pat. Nos. 5,774,870 and 6,009,412 
issued to Thomas W. Storey and assigned to Netcentives, 
Inc., both of Which are hereby incorporated by reference to 
the extent that they describe an automated reWards system. 
US. Pat. Nos. 5,689,100 and 5,956,695 issued to Carrithers 
et al. and assigned to MaritZ, Inc., both of Which are also 
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incorporated by reference, further disclose incentive aWard 
programs Wherein purchase data is ?ltered at the merchant 
level. For more information on loyalty systems, transaction 
systems, electronic commerce systems, and digital Wallet 
systems, see, for example, the Shop AMEXTM system as 
disclosed in Ser. No. 60/230,190 ?led Sep. 5, 2000; the MR 
as CurrencyTM and Loyalty ReWards Systems as disclosed in 
Ser. No. 60/197,296 ?led on Apr. 14, 2000, Ser. No. 60/200, 
492 ?led Apr. 28, 2000, and Ser. No. 60/201,114 ?led May 
2, 2000; a digital Wallet system as disclosed in US. Ser. No. 
09/652,899 ?led Aug. 31, 2000; a stored value card as 
disclosed in Ser. No. 09/241,188 ?led on Feb. 1, 1999; a 
system for facilitating transactions using secondary transac 
tion numbers as disclosed in Ser. No. 09/800,461 ?led on 
Mar. 7, 2001; and also in related provisional applications 
Ser. No. 60/187,620 ?led Mar. 7, 2000, Ser. No. 60/200,625 
?led Apr. 28, 2000, and Ser. No. 60/213,323 ?led May 22, 
2000, all of Which are herein incorporated by reference. 
Other examples of online membership reWard systems are 
disclosed in US. Pat. No. 5,774,870, issued on Jun. 30, 
1998, and US. Pat. No. 6,009,412, issued on Dec. 29, 1999, 
both of Which are hereby incorporated by reference. A 
further example of a loyalty and reWard program may be 
found at the AIR MILES® Web site (WWW.airmiles.ca), 
Which describes a loyalty program offered by The Loyalty 
Group, a privately held division of Alliance Data Systems of 
Dallas, Tex., and Which is hereby incorporated by reference. 
Additional information relating to smart card and smart card 
reader payment technology is disclosed in Ser. No. 60/232, 
040, ?led on Sep. 12, 2000, and US. Pat. Nos. 5,742,845; 
5,898,838 and 5,905,908, oWned by Datascape; all of Which 
are hereby incorporated by reference. Information on point 
of-sale systems and the exploitation of point-of-sale data is 
disclosed in US. Pat. No. 5,832,457, issued on Nov. 3, 1998 
to O’Brien et al., Which is hereby incorporated by reference. 

[0006] Portions of each of the above-described programs 
may be used to induce customer loyalty to particular mer 
chants or service providers Who directly provide goods or 
services to the consumer. In other Words, these prior art 
frequency aWards programs provide a means for retail 
businesses, ?nancial institutions, and others in direct contact 
With the customers they service to provide incentives to their 
customers to encourage repeat and/or volume business. 
HoWever, these programs do not suf?ciently address the 
similar needs of businesses that are further up in the distri 
bution chain (such as manufacturers) to promote volume 
purchases by customers based upon, for example, brand 
loyalty independent of the retail source for the purchase. 
Additionally, the prior art programs do not provide a means 
for monitoring, tracking, and/or analyZing consumer and 
product data across distribution channels for a particular 
manufacturer and/or the variety of goods Which that manu 
facturer places into the stream of commerce for ultimate sale 
to consumers by a retailer. 

[0007] Generally, before a product arrives at a retail estab 
lishment for sale to a consumer, the product travels through 
a distribution chain Which originates With the manufacturer. 
The manufacturer typically sells its products to a Wholesaler 
Who in turn sells those products to various retailers. Most 
modern retailers implement some form of computeriZation 
or electronic technology in their day-to-day operations. This 
technology typically consists of using point-of-sale (POS) 
systems for automating checkout procedures, assisting sales 
personnel, and the like. POS systems generally include one 
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or more automated check-out terminals Which are capable of 
inputting or sensing and interpreting a symbol or other 
indicia related to the product, such as a Universal Product 
Code (UPC), generally comprising a machine-readable bar 
code coupled With a human-readable UPC number, that is 
printed on a label or tag Which is placed on each item of 
merchandise to be purchased. The manufacturer may assign 
and mark each product that it sells With a UPC. Conven 
tionally, once the product reaches the retailer, the retailer 
further identi?es each product With a Stock Keeping Unit 
(SKU) number or code as Well as other information for 
identifying a speci?c item or style of merchandise. The 
retailer’s SKU number may be either an entirely different 
number used to identify each product (e.g., by style) or a 
modi?ed version of the manufacturer’s UPC number, 
derived, perhaps, by adding a SKU number to the UPC 
number for example. 

[0008] A POS terminal, a kiosk terminal, or a sales per 
son’s hand-held terminal might be coupled to a store com 
puter system, such as a netWork server or some other store 
platform host, Which is able to recogniZe and process UPC 
and/ or SKU information Which has been manually keyed-in 
or sensed and interpreted by a device, such as a barcode 
reader, coupled to the terminal. The computer system typi 
cally includes a database Which stores information relating 
to the retailer’s product inventory, such as stocked merchan 
dise, a UPC and/ or SKU number for each item of merchan 
dise, and various types of merchandise identi?cation infor 
mation, such as price, inventory, style, color, siZe, etc., 
Which is associated With each UPC and/or SKU number. 
When a customer purchases an item of merchandise, store 
personnel frequently use an automated terminal to read the 
barcode markings Which are attached to the item. A com 
puter interprets the UPC and/or SKU number comprised by 
the barcode, accesses the database to determine the price for 
each item, and maintains a running total of the total trans 
action price. 

[0009] One problem that results from the independent 
identi?cation schemes of the manufacturer and the retailers 
is that there is no Way for the manufacturer to track the 
quantity of any particular product that each retailer sold. For 
example, even if a manufacturer obtains all of the SKU 
numbers representing items purchased from Retailer 1 and 
Retailer 2 by consumers, the manufacturer has no means for 
determining Which SKU number corresponds to the manu 
facturer’s UPC, since the UPCs and SKU numbers of the 
various retailers are not tracked and matched. 

[0010] Another problem speci?cally relates to prior art 
incentive or loyalty programs, Wherein program participants 
are encouraged to purchase products and/or services from 
sponsoring merchants. While such loyalty programs enable 
participants to earn reWards based on purchases made from 
a designated merchant, they lack the ability to reWard 
participants at various levels of the product distribution 
chain. 

[0011] In vieW of the foregoing, a need exists for an 
incentive or loyalty program Which overcomes the short 
comings of the prior art. Thus, there is a need for a system 
and method Which provides a universal customer incentive 
program that netWorks various levels of the product distri 
bution chain, such as manufacturers, Wholesalers, and retail 
ers, to provide incentives to consumers to purchase products 
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not only from a particular merchant or group of merchants 
but also from particular manufacturers, regardless of the 
speci?c merchant Who sells the manufacturer’s products to 
the consumer. Additionally, a need exists for a system and 
method for gathering data Which associates particular con 
sumer purchasing behaviors and speci?c products or product 
criteria across a manufacturer’s distribution channels. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0012] The present invention provides a system for imple 
menting a loyalty program on a netWork-Wide level. The 
system associates merchant, UPC, and SKU data on a 
netWork level to reWard consumers and/or to analyZe the 
data for a variety of business purposes, such as market 
segmentation analyses and/or analyses relating to consumer 
spending behaviors or patterns, for example. In accordance 
With one aspect of the invention, the association of mer 
chant, UPC, and SKU data by the system facilitates imple 
mentation of an incentive or loyalty program by providing 
universal reWards currency. This universal reWards currency 
may be “spent” by participants Who have earned reWards 
and accepted by the other participants in the multi-tiered 
netWork created by the system. 

[0013] The multi-tiered netWork may comprise any num 
ber of participants, including consumers, retailers (and any 
of their employees), manufacturers, third-party providers, 
and the like. In accordance With another aspect of the 
invention, the association of merchant, UPC, and SKU data 
by the system facilitates data analysis on a netWork level 
based upon several factors, including a consumer ID, con 
sumer pro?le, retailer ID, merchant classi?cation code, 
merchant consortium code, region code, SKU number, UPC, 
manufacturer ID, and/or the like. The system may receive, 
?lter, and compile any of the above data across multiple 
entities for the purpose of issuing reWards and performing 
data analysis, such as analyses Which may be employed in 
strategic planning and marketing for example. 

[0014] In one embodiment, the invention provides a ?l 
tering module to process purchase transaction data received 
from a retailer POS. Information relating to the merchant is 
stored and/or received at a reWards server and may include, 
for example, a retailer identi?er, a merchant classi?cation 
code, merchant consortium code, merchant location code, 
and the like. Merchant information is used to ?lter purchase 
transactions by determining Whether the purchase transac 
tion quali?es an initiating purchaser for a reWard. ReWards 
may be determined and calculated at any number of levels. 
Moreover, this ?ltering process may determine When a 
purchase transaction should be subject to data analysis on a 
netWork level. 

[0015] More particularly, the merchant POS transmits 
purchase data from a merchant to a host, Wherein the 
purchase data includes retailer data, transaction data and a 
retailer item identi?er, and Wherein the retailer item identi 
?er enables the host to determine a manufacturer item 
identi?er. The merchant POS then receives, from the host, a 
determination that the merchant is a qualifying merchant 
When the purchase data corresponds to the loyalty program 
data. The merchant POS then causes the host to issue loyalty 
aWards based on the manufacturer item identi?er and the 
loyalty program data. 
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BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0016] A more complete understanding of the invention 
may be derived by referring to the detailed description and 
claims when considered in connection with the Figures, 
wherein like reference numbers refer to similar elements 
throughout the Figures, and: 

[0017] FIGS. 1-3 are schematic block diagrams illustrat 
ing exemplary incentive systems in accordance with various 
aspects of the present invention; 

[0018] FIG. 4 is a schematic block diagram of an exem 
plary central rewards mechanism in accordance with the 
present invention; and 

[0019] FIG. 5 is a schematic block diagram of an exem 
plary rewards server in accordance with the present inven 
tion; 
[0020] FIG. 6 is a ?owchart illustrating an exemplary 
process for capturing and processing POS SKU data in 
accordance with the present invention; 

[0021] FIG. 7 is a ?owchart illustrating an exemplary 
process for associating SKU data and UPC data in accor 
dance with the present invention; 

[0022] FIG. 8 is a ?owchart illustrating an exemplary 
process for ?ltering transaction data according to retailer 
information retrieved from the transaction data in accor 
dance with the present invention; and, 

[0023] FIG. 9 is a ?owchart illustrating an exemplary 
process for ?ltering transaction data according to previously 
stored retailer information in accordance with the present 
invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF EXEMPLARY 
EMBODIMENTS 

[0024] The following disclosure presents and describes 
various exemplary embodiments in su?icient detail to enable 
those skilled in the art to practice the invention, and it should 
be understood that other embodiments may be realiZed 
without departing from the spirit and scope of the invention. 
Thus, the following detailed description is presented for 
purposes of illustration only, and not of limitation, and the 
scope of the invention is de?ned solely by the appended 
claims. 

[0025] The present invention may be described herein in 
terms of functional block components and various process 
ing steps. It should be appreciated that such functional 
blocks may be realiZed by any number of hardware and/or 
software components con?gured to perform the speci?ed 
functions. For example, the present invention may employ 
various integrated circuit components, e.g., memory ele 
ments, processing elements, logic elements, look-up tables, 
and the like, which may carry out a variety of functions 
under the control of one or more microprocessors or other 
control devices. Similarly, the software elements of the 
present invention may be implemented with any program 
ming or scripting language such as C, C++, Java, COBOL, 
assembler, PERL, or the like, with the various algorithms 
being implemented with any combination of data structures, 
objects, processes, routines, or other programming elements. 
Further, it should be noted that the present invention may 
employ any number of conventional techniques for data 
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transmission, signaling, data processing, network control, 
and the like. For a basic introduction to cryptography, please 
review a text written by Bruce Schneider which is entitled 
“Applied Cryptography: Protocols, Algorithms, And Source 
Code In C,” published by John Wiley & Sons (second 
edition, 1996), which is hereby incorporated by reference. 

[0026] It should be appreciated that the particular imple 
mentations shown and described herein are illustrative of the 
invention and its best mode and are not intended to other 
wise limit the scope of the present invention in any way. 
Furthermore, the connecting lines shown in the various 
?gures contained herein are intended to represent exemplary 
functional relationships and/or physical couplings between 
the various elements. It should be noted that many altema 
tive or additional functional relationships or physical con 
nections may be present in a practical incentive system 
implemented in accordance with the invention. 

[0027] Communication between participants in the system 
of the present invention is accomplished through any suit 
able communication means, such as, for example, a tele 
phone network, public switch telephone network, intranet, 
Internet, extranet, WAN, LAN, point of interaction device 
(e.g., point of sale device, personal digital assistant, cellular 
phone, kiosk terminal, automated teller machine (ATM), 
etc.), online communications, off-line communications, 
wireless communications, satellite communications, and/or 
the like. One skilled in the art will also appreciate that, for 
security reasons, any databases, systems, or components of 
the present invention may consist of any combination of 
databases or components at a single location or at multiple 
locations, wherein each database or system includes any of 
various suitable security features, such as ?rewalls, access 
codes, encryption, de-encryption, compression, decompres 
sion, and/or the like. 

[0028] It further will be appreciated that users may interact 
with the system via any input device such as a keyboard, 
mouse, kiosk, personal digital assistant, handheld computer 
(e.g., Palm Pilot®), cellular phone, and/or the like. Simi 
larly, the invention could be used in conjunction with any 
type of personal computer, network computer, workstation, 
minicomputer, mainframe, or the like, running any operating 
system, such as any version of Windows, Windows NT, 
Windows 2000, Windows 98, Windows 95, MacOS, OS/2, 
BeOS, Linux, UNIX, or the like. Moreover, although the 
invention may be described herein as being implemented 
with TCP/IP communications protocols, it will be readily 
understood that the invention could also be implemented 
using IPX, Appletalk, IP-6, NetBIOS, OSI, or any number of 
existing or future protocols. Moreover, the system contem 
plates the use, sale, or distribution of any goods, services, or 
information over any network having similar functionality 
described herein. 

[0029] Each participant or user of the system of the 
present invention, including purchasers, retailers, manufac 
turers, and a third-party providers, may be equipped with a 
suitable computing system to facilitate online communica 
tions and transactions with any other participant. For 
example, some or all participants may have access to a 
computing unit in the form of a personal computer, although 
other types of computing units may be used, including 
laptops, notebooks, handheld computers, set-top boxes, 
kiosk terminals, and the like. Additionally, other participants 
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may have computing systems which may be implemented in 
the form of a computer-server, a PC server, a networked set 
of computers, or any other suitable implementations which 
are known in the art or may hereafter be devised. 

[0030] The computing systems may be connected with 
each other via a data communications network as described 
more fully above. For example, the network may be a public 
network, which is assumed to be insecure and open to 
eavesdroppers. In one embodiment, the network is embodied 
as the Internet. In this context, the computers may or may 
not be connected to the Internet at all times. For instance, the 
consumer’s computer may employ a modem to occasionally 
connect to the Internet, whereas the retailer computing 
system, the manufacturer computing system, and the central 
rewards mechanism might maintain a permanent connection 
to the Internet. It is noted that the network may be imple 
mented as other types of networks, such as an interactive 
television (ITV) network. 

[0031] The retailer’s computer system may also be inter 
connected to a third-party provider via a second network, 
referred to as a payment network. The payment network 
represents existing proprietary networks that presently 
accommodate transactions for credit cards, debit cards, and 
other types of ?nancial instruments or banking cards. The 
payment network is a closed network that is assumed to be 
secure from eavesdroppers. Examples of the payment net 
work include the American Express®, VisaNet®, and the 
Veriphone® networks. 

[0032] As will be appreciated by one of ordinary skill in 
the art, the present invention may be embodied as a method, 
a data processing system, a device for data processing, 
and/ or a computer program product. Accordingly, aspects of 
the present invention may take the form of an entirely 
software embodiment, an entirely hardware embodiment, or 
an embodiment combining aspects of both software and 
hardware. Furthermore, the present invention may take the 
form of a computer program product on a computer-readable 
storage medium having computer-readable program-code 
means embodied in the storage medium. Any suitable com 
puter-readable storage medium may be utiliZed, including 
hard disks, CD-ROM, optical storage devices, magnetic 
storage devices, and/or the like. 

[0033] The present invention is described below with 
reference to block diagrams and ?owchart illustrations of 
methods, apparatus (e.g., systems), and computer program 
products according to various aspects of the invention. It 
will be understood that each functional block of the block 
diagrams and the ?owchart illustrations, and combinations 
of functional blocks in the block diagrams and ?owchart 
illustrations, respectively, can be implemented by computer 
program instructions. These computer program instructions 
may be loaded onto a general purpose computer, special 
purpose computer, or other programmable data processing 
apparatus to produce a machine, such that the instructions 
which execute on the computer or other programmable data 
processing apparatus create means for implementing the 
functions speci?ed in the ?owchart block or blocks. 

[0034] These computer program instructions may also be 
stored in a computer-readable memory that can direct a 
computer or other programmable data processing apparatus 
to function in a particular manner, such that the instructions 
stored in the computer-readable memory produce an article 
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of manufacture including instruction means which imple 
ment the function speci?ed in the ?owchart block or blocks. 
The computer program instructions may also be loaded onto 
a computer or other programmable data processing appara 
tus to cause a series of operational steps to be performed on 
the computer or other programmable apparatus to produce a 
computer-implemented process such that the instructions 
which execute on the computer or other programmable 
apparatus provide steps for implementing the functions 
speci?ed in the ?owchart block or blocks. 

[0035] Accordingly, functional blocks of the block dia 
grams and ?owchart illustrations support combinations of 
means for performing the speci?ed functions, combinations 
of steps for performing the speci?ed functions, and program 
instruction means for performing the speci?ed functions. It 
will also be understood that each functional block of the 
block diagrams and ?owchart illustrations, and combina 
tions of functional blocks in the block diagrams and ?ow 
chart illustrations, can be implemented by either special 
purpose, hardware-based computer systems which perform 
the speci?ed functions or steps, or suitable combinations of 
special purpose hardware and computer instructions. 

[0036] As used herein, the terms “user” and “participant” 
shall interchangeably refer to any person, entity, charitable 
organization, machine, hardware, software, or business who 
accesses and uses the system of the invention, including 
consumers, retailers, manufacturers, and third-party provid 
ers. Participants in the system may interact with one another 
either online or o?f-line. As used herein, the term “online” 
refers to interactive communications that takes place 
between participants who are remotely located from one 
another, including communication through any of the net 
works or communications means described above or the 
like. 

[0037] The term “manufacturer” shall include any person, 
entity, charitable organiZation, machine, software, hardware, 
and/or the like that manufactures, distributes, or originates a 
product or service which may ultimately be offered to a 
consumer directly or indirectly through a retailer. The term 
“manufacturer” may also include any party that generates 
and/or provides manufacturer item identi?ers. The term 
“retailer” shall include any person, entity, charitable orga 
niZation, machine, software, hardware, and/or the like that 
that offers a product or service to a consumer. As used 
herein, the term “retailer” is used interchangeably with the 
term “merchant”. Moreover, in this context, a retailer or 
merchant may offer or sell, either online or of?ine, products 
and/or services made or supplied by at least one manufac 
turer. As used herein, the phrases “network level” and 
“network-wide level” shall refer to a system that includes 
more than one retailer and at least one manufacturer. 

[0038] As used herein, the terms “purchaser , customer”, 
“consumer”, “participant”, and “end-user” may be used 
interchangeably with each other, and each shall mean any 
person, entity, charitable organization, or business which 
uses a consumer ID to participate in the present system. A 
“consumer ID”, as used herein, includes any device, code, or 
other identi?er suitably con?gured to allow the consumer to 
interact or communicate with the system, such as, for 
example, a rewards card, charge card, credit card, debit card, 
prepaid card, telephone card, smart card, magnetic stripe 
card, bar code card, authoriZation/access code, personal 
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identi?cation number (PIN), Internet code, other identi?ca 
tion code, and/or the like. Additionally, a “consumer ID” 
may comprise any form of electronic, magnetic, and/or 
optical device capable of transmitting or downloading data 
from itself to a second device Which is capable of interacting 
and communicating With such forms of consumer ID. 

[0039] A consumer may register to participate in the 
present system by any methods knoWn and practiced in the 
art. For example, a consumer may be enrolled automatically 
(eg if the consumer holds an existing account With the 
system administrator), over the phone, at the point of sale 
through a paper application or verbal intervieW, through the 
mail, or through instant enrollment online. Consumer enroll 
ment data may comprise any of the folloWing: name; 
address; date of birth; social security number; email address; 
gender; the names of any household members; a credit card 
number for charging any fees that may be associated With 
participation in the system, survey data; interests, educa 
tional level, and/ or any preferred brand names. Upon enroll 
ment, the consumer receives a consumer ID. The consumer 
ID may be associated With a household account Which 
speci?es the consumer as a primary member and permits the 
identi?cation of supplementary members associated With the 
consumer’s household Who may also earn reWard points for 
the consumer. 

[0040] A “consumer pro?le”, as used herein, shall refer to 
any data used to characterize a consumer and/or the behavior 
of a consumer. In the context of a commercial transaction, “a 
consumer pro?le” shall be understood to include, for 
example, the time and date of a particular purchase, the 
frequency of purchases, the volume/quantity of purchases, 
the transaction siZe (price), and/or the like. Additionally, in 
other transactional contexts, the term “consumer pro?le” 
shall also be understood to include non-purchase behaviors 
of a consumer, such as consumer enrollment data, visiting a 
Web site, referrals of prospective participants in the system, 
completion of a survey or other information gathering 
instrument, and/or the like. For instance, a participating 
online consumer may earn reWards points automatically 
through a triggering event, such as visiting a Web site, 
completing an online survey, or clicking on a banner adver 
tisement for example. Ol?ine, a participating consumer may 
earn reWards points by completing a task or shoWing their 
consumer ID to the cashier and triggering the cashier to 
provide a “behavior” ID Which may be input (e.g., by 
scanning a bar code on a paper survey for example) into the 
POS terminal. Further, any aspects of the consumer pro?le 
may be used in the context of data analysis. 

[0041] A “third-party provider” may comprise any addi 
tional provider of goods and/or services to a consumer. 
Speci?cally, a “third-party provider” includes any party 
other than the particular manufacturer and retailer Who is 
involved in a transaction With a consumer. A third-party 
provider may include, for example, a ?nancial institution, 
such as a bank or an issuer of a ?nancial instrument (such as 
a credit card or a debit card). A third-party provider may also 
include a provider of goods and services Which are offered 
as aWards to consumers in exchange for a requisite number 
of reWard points. 

[0042] Though the invention may generically be described 
With reference to a series of transactions Which transfer a 
good or service from an originating party to an intermediary 
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party and a subsequent transaction Which transfers the good 
or service from the intermediary party to an end-user of that 
good or service, for convenience and purposes of brevity and 
consistency, the present disclosure generally refers to the 
originating party as a manufacturer, the intermediary party 
as a retailer, the end-user as a consumer, and a good or 
service as a product or item. HoWever, it Will be recogniZed 
by those of ordinary skill in the art that the retailer need not 
provide a product or item to a consumer in exchange for 
monetary currency. While this often may be the case, the 
present disclosure is not so limited and includes transactions 
Which may be gratuitous in nature, Whereby the retailer 
transfers a product or item to a consumer Without the 
consumer providing any currency or other value in 
exchange. It is further noted that additional participants, 
referred to as third-party providers, may be involved in some 
phases of the transaction, though these participants are not 
shoWn. Exemplary third-party providers may include ?nan 
cial institutions, such as banks, credit card companies, card 
sponsoring companies, or issuers of credit Who may be 
under contract With ?nancial institutions. It Will be appre 
ciated that any number of consumers, retailers, manufactur 
ers, third-party providers, and the like may participate in the 
system of the present invention. 

[0043] As used herein, the term “UPC” and the phrase 
“manufacturer item identi?er” shall refer to any symbol or 
indicia Which provides information and, in an exemplary 
embodiment, shall refer to any number, code, or identi?er 
assigned by a manufacturer and associated With an item, 
including any type of goods and/or services, ultimately 
offered to a consumer or other end-user. Colloquially, a UPC 
is sometimes referred to as a SKU number. HoWever, as used 
herein, the term “SKU” and the phrase “retailer item iden 
ti?er” shall refer to any symbol or indicia Which provides 
additional information and, in an exemplary embodiment, 
shall refer to any number, code, or identi?er assigned by a 
retailer and associated With an item, including any type of 
goods and/or services, offered to a consumer or other 
end-user. 

[0044] “Purchase data”, as used herein, comprises data 
relating to the sale, lease, rent, offer or other transaction 
involving any item (e.g., goods and/or services) to a con 
sumer or other end-user. Purchase data may include any of 
the folloWing exemplary data or information: an item pur 
chased, an item price, a number of items purchased, a total 
transaction price, loyalty points used, loyalty points earned, 
loyalty points balance, discounts, a payment method, a date, 
a store identi?er, an employee identi?er, a retailer item 
identi?er, a loyalty identi?er, and/or the like. 

[0045] “Retailer ID” or “merchant ID” as used herein, 
comprises any symbol, indicia, code, number, or other 
identi?er that may be associated With a retailer of any type 
of items offered to a consumer or other end-user. A retailer 
ID may also include or be associated With a “store ID”, 
Which designates the location of a particular store. For 
example, a retailer ID may directly, or through an associated 
store ID, identify a store by name, geographic location, 
mapping coordinates, district, postal code, street address, 
and any combination thereof. The store ID may be used to 
facilitate geographic or regional ?ltering for the purpose of 
issuing and/or redeeming of loyalty points or any other 
incentive. The store ID may be used to identify the location 
of a retailer or may itself be associated With another iden 
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ti?er such as a regional ID, for example. A store ID, or the 
like, may be used by the disclosed ?ltering module to 
determine if a retailer is located Within de?ned boundaries 
for the purpose of issuing loyalty points to the retailer, 
manufacturer or the retailer’ s customers. In another embodi 
ment, a retailer ID further includes or is associated With a 
merchant classi?cation code, a merchant consortium code, a 
merchant location code, a region identi?er, and the like. 

[0046] A retailer ID may be associated With a “merchant 
classi?cation code”, Which de?nes a classi?cation that 
serves as a general descriptor of the merchant type. A 
merchant classi?cation code may serve to group retailers 
that share a common business line and/or sell common 
products or services. For example, a computer retailer may 
have a classi?cation code identifying the retailer as an 
“electronics” merchant. A merchant classi?cation code may 
be used by the disclosed ?ltering module to qualify a retailer, 
manufacturer and/or customer for reWards based on a pur 
chase from a merchant of a de?ned type. According to one 
embodiment, the merchant classi?cation code further 
includes or is associated With a retailer ID, a merchant 
consortium code, a region identi?er, and the like. 

[0047] Further, a retailer may be identi?ed according to an 
af?liation With other merchants. A “merchant consortium 
code” identi?es any group of retailers that are af?liated 
through agreement, common oWnership, common retailer 
space, and the like. Further, a merchant consortium may 
comprise a group of retailers that identify and/or relate to 
one another in some manner (e.g., geography, common or 

related promotional efforts, common oWnership, selling 
common goods and/ or services, etc.). Such consortiums may 
enter into agreements to provide incentives to consumers 
based on purchase transactions consummated at any one of 
the retailers of the consortium, such that the consumer’s 
patronage may bene?t other members of the consortium 
either individually or as a Whole. An example of a merchant 
consortium may include a particular shopping mall. Accord 
ing to one embodiment, the merchant consortium code 
further includes or is associated With a retailer ID, a mer 
chant classi?cation code, a region identi?er, and the like. 

[0048] A “merchant location code” identi?es a retailer by 
a physical geographical location. The merchant location 
code enables, for example, ?ltering of retailers based on 
store location such that a promotion can be implemented 
With de?ned physical boundaries. A location code may 
denote a retailer’s latitude and longitude, state, region, city, 
district, postal code, street address, and the like. According 
to one embodiment, the merchant location code further 
includes or is associated With a retailer ID, a merchant 
classi?cation code, a merchant consortium code, and the 
like. 

[0049] A “manufacturer ID” comprises any symbol, indi 
cia, code, number, or other identi?er that may be associated 
With a manufacturer of any type of goods and/or services 
ultimately offered to a consumer or other end-user. 

[0050] An “aWard” or “reWard” may comprise any quan 
tity of products, services, coupons, gift certi?cates, rebates, 
reWard points, bonus points, credits or debits to a ?nancial 
instrument, any combination of these, and/or the like. “Data 
analysis”, as used herein, shall be understood to comprise 
quantitative and qualitative research, statistical modeling, 
regression analyses, market segmentation analyses, econo 
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metrics, and/or the like. Such analyses may be used to 
predict consumer behaviors and/or correlate consumer pro 
?les, retailer data, manufacturer data, and/or product or 
service data. 

[0051] One skilled in the art Will appreciate that any 
earning or using of loyalty points, as discussed herein, may 
apply to (or involve) the retailer, manufacturer, customers, 
shippers, or any other entity or person involved in, or 
associated With, the distribution channel. Moreover, a cus 
tomer, client, participant or consumer, as used herein, may 
also include the retailer, manufacturer, consortium or any 
other entity or person described herein. 

[0052] According to one embodiment of the invention, a 
central reWards mechanism includes a ?lter component for 
determining Whether a POS transaction meets prede?ned 
requirements. The ?lter module ?lters transactions at vari 
ous levels based on, for example, merchant identi?er, mer 
chant classi?cation code, merchant consortium identi?er, 
and region identi?er. While described extensively herein, the 
?lter component processes transaction data to determine 
When a POS transaction quali?es a loyalty program partici 
pant to be aWarded a number of loyalty points. 

[0053] Practitioners Will appreciate that the disclosed ?l 
tering processes may be applied to loyalty point redemption 
as Well. For example, the ?lter module may receive a request 
from a retailer POS device When a card holder intends to 
apply a portion of a loyalty account balance toWard a 
purchase. Based on the ?ltering of the request, the system 
may alloW or decline the transaction. 

[0054] The ?lter module receives loyalty program data 
from a reWards server in, for example, real-time or batch 
mode. The ?lter module further receives transaction data 
from a POS terminal by Way of a payment gateWay. The 
?lter module compares the transaction data to the loyalty 
program data to determine if a correlation exists betWeen 
one or more elements of each data set. Based on Whether or 

not a correlation exists, the ?lter module may use the tWo 
data sets to calculate a reWard, forWard the transaction data 
to a processor for SKU/UPC matching, or both. 

[0055] The system of the present invention associates or 
maps merchant data, manufacturer UPC data, and retailer 
SKU data on a netWork level to reWard consumers and/or to 
analyZe the data for a variety of business purposes, such as 
market segmentation analyses and/or analyses relating to 
consumer spending behaviors or patterns for example. 
Rather than simply capturing transactions at a Record of 
Charge (ROC) level, that is, recording consumer purchases 
in a general fashion by designating purchase categories 
(such as “clothing”, “electronics”, or “hardWare” for 
example), the system identi?es the merchant, particular item 
purchased (such as “jeans”, “stereo”, or “hammer” for 
example), as Well as its corresponding manufacturer. By 
?ltering transaction data from the retailer POS, the system 
links or associates the merchant to the retailer SKU. The 
system further links or associated the retailer SKU to a 
manufacturer UPC to permit the standardiZation of mer 
chants, goods, and/or services codes at the netWork level. 
This standardiZation not only permits a record of both the 
speci?c item purchased and its manufacturer, regardless of 
the particular retailer involved in the transaction, but it 
permits the mapping of multiple consumers, multiple goods 
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and/ or services, multiple retailers, and/or multiple manufac 
turers to advantageously cross-market goods and services to 
consumers. 

[0056] In accordance With one aspect of the invention, the 
association of merchant data, SKU data, and UPC data by 
the system facilitates implementation of an incentive or 
loyalty program by providing universal reWards currency 
Which may be “spent” by participants Who have earned 
reWards and accepted by the other participants in the multi 
tiered netWork created by the system. For example, the 
system may issue universal reWards currency based on the 
identity of the merchant, the type of merchant, a group of 
merchants, the location of the merchant, and the like. Earned 
universal reWards currency may likeWise be limited to a 

particular merchant, merchant type, group of merchants, and 
merchant location. Thus, a netWork is de?ned Wherein 
universal reWards currency may be issued and redeemed. 

[0057] The netWork may comprise any number of partici 
pants, including consumers, retailers (and any of their 
employees), manufacturers, third-party providers, and the 
like. Each of these categories of participants may be con 
sidered a tier in the network, and each participant Within the 
various tiers may design and implement an independent 
reWards scheme Within the context of the universal envi 
ronment provided by the system. For example, Manufacturer 
1 may produce and assign a UPC to Item X. Item X may 
subsequently be offered for sale by both Retailer 1 and 
Retailer 2. Retailer 1 and Retailer 2 may then each assign an 
independent SKU number to Item X to facilitate their oWn 
tracking, inventory, and pricing schemes. A consumer may 
then purchase Item X from both Retailer 1 and Retailer 2. 
Moreover, While Retailer 1 and Retailer 2 may each assign 
a separate SKU number to Item X, the ?lter module may 
map the tWo SKU numbers When a link or association is 
established, (e.g., merchant classi?cation code, merchant 
consortium code, location code, etc.) betWeen Retailer 1 and 
Retailer 2. 

[0058] Since the system is capable of processing, associ 
ating, and quantifying a variety of data, including consumer 
data, employee data, retailer data, manufacturer data, SKU 
number data corresponding to Item X, and UPC data 
assigned by Manufacturer 1, for example, this data can then 
be used by the manufacturer, the retailer, the system admin 
istrator, and/or a third-party provider to provide reWards to 
consumers, employees, retailers, etc. For example, a manu 
facturer may provide frequency-based incentives, such as 
every 10th purchase of a particular item Will be discounted 
by 50%, for example, independent of and/or in addition to 
any incentives offered by the speci?c retailer involved in the 
transaction. Additionally, the manufacturer may provide 
sales incentives to the employees of retailer’ s independent of 
and/ or in addition to any employee incentive programs that 
the retailers may choose to implement. 

[0059] Since reWards, Which may be in the form of 
reWards points, may be earned across the various tiers in the 
netWork, reWards may also be used or spent across the 
various tiers in the netWork. Thus, any reWards points that an 
employee, for example, may earn by promoting a particular 
manufacturer’s line of products, may be “spent” by that 
employee on goods or services provided by any participant 
in the netWork, not merely at the retailer Who employs that 
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employee. LikeWise, any reWards points earned by a con 
sumer may be spent on goods or services offered by any 
participant in the netWork. 

[0060] In accordance With another aspect of the invention, 
the association of merchant data, UPC data, and SKU data 
by the system facilitates data analysis on a netWork level 
based upon several factors, including any of the folloWing: 
consumer ID, consumer pro?le, retailer ID, merchant clas 
si?cation code, merchant consortium code, location code, 
SKU number, UPC, manufacturer ID, and/or the like. The 
system may compile any of the above data across multiple 
participants for the purpose of data analysis, such as analy 
ses Which may be employed in strategic planning and 
marketing for example. The system of the invention may be 
used to compile, analyZe, and report data in a manner Which 
Would inform any or all netWork participants that, for 
example, a speci?c consumer (I) has made multiple pur 
chases of particular manufacturers’products; (2) has spent Q 
dollars over a certain time period (3) at speci?c multiple 
retailers; and (4) of the purchases made, R dollars Went 
toWards the purchase of Product 1, S dollars Went toWards 
the purchase of Product 2, and T dollars Went toWards the 
purchase of Service 1. Moreover, the system may be used to 
compile, analyZe, and report data that enable a retailer, a 
manufacturer, and/or a third-party provider to create a vari 
ety of targeted marketing promotions, such as, for example, 
(1) marketing Product 1 offered by Manufacturer 1 to 
consumers Who purchase Product 2 offered by Manufacturer 
2; (2) marketing Product 1 offered by Manufacturer 1 and 
sold by Retailer X to consumers Who purchase Product 2 
offered by Manufacturer 2 at Retailer Y; (3) marketing 
Product 1 offered by Manufacturer 1 and sold by Retailer X 
to consumers Who purchase Product 2 offered by Manufac 
turer 2 at Retailer Y ?ve times a year. It Will be appreciated 
that these are but a feW of the many possible applications for 
data gathered and generated by the system of the present 
invention. 

[0061] In accordance With a further aspect of the inven 
tion, the system administrator may allocate reWards points to 
participants in the system. In one embodiment, participating 
retailers and/ or manufacturers may purchase points from the 
system administrator and the points are then allocated to an 
account associated With the retailer and/or manufacturer. In 
an alternate embodiment, the system administrator may give 
or donate points to participating retailers and/or manufac 
turers. The system administrator maintains an account With 
each of the participating retailers and manufacturers and 
tracks available point balances and/or balances oWing on a 
rolling basis. The points purchased by the retailers and/or 
manufacturers may then be earned by and issued to con 
sumers in a manner that is predetermined by the retailer 
and/or manufacturer involved in the transaction With the 
consumer. For example, Retailer 1 may purchase 10,000 
points from the system administrator and then offer con 
sumers 1 point for every $10 dollars spent in Retailer 1’s 
store or, perhaps, some number of points for every ?fth 
transaction in the store. Moreover, Manufacturer 1, Who 
produces the product offered by Retailer 1, may also pur 
chase points from the system administrator. Thus, When a 
consumer purchases Manufacturer 1’s product at Retailer 1, 
Manufacturer 1 may issue some number of points to the 
consumer. The issuance of points, either by retailers or 
manufacturers, may be based upon any selected criteria, 
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including a points-for-dollars ratio, a de?ned quantity of 
points per item or per transaction, some combination of 
these, and/or the like. 

[0062] The system administrator maintains an account for 
each participating consumer and apprises the consumer of 
the point totals and account activity. The consumer may 
revieW the total number of points in the account either online 
or off-line, such as through a periodic statement sent by the 
system administrator or through the use of a communica 
tions netWork, such as the Internet, for example. Points in 
the consumer’s account are accumulated across the multiple 
retailers and/or manufacturers participating in the system. 
Thus, points earned by a consumer based upon transactions 
With different retailers and/or manufacturers are combined, 
resulting in a rapid accrual of points. The system adminis 
trator offers a catalog of products and services, Which may 
be either online or off-line, from Which consumers may 
select reWards in exchange for accrued points. In this 
manner, consumers advantageously earn points based upon 
their everyday purchases of products and services, these 
points are accrued across retailers and/or manufacturers, and 
point redemption takes place through a single, universal 
catalog of reWards. 

[0063] In accordance With the present invention, FIG. 1 is 
a diagram illustrating an exemplary embodiment of an 
incentive or loyalty system 100. System 100 comprises a 
central reWards mechanism 102; a plurality of retailer/ 
merchant systems 104; and at least one manufacturer 106. 
One skilled in the art Will appreciate that system 100 may 
comprise any number of retailer systems 104 and any 
number of manufacturers 106. 

[0064] The central reWards mechanism 102 manages the 
incentive or loyalty program of the system 100. In an 
exemplary embodiment, central reWards mechanism 102 
receives, processes, and stores manufacturer data, such as 
information regarding products and/or services and UPC 
data, transmitted by manufacturers 106 Who have enrolled in 
the system 100. Central reWards mechanism further stores 
information relating to participating retailers. Such informa 
tion may include, for example, SKU numbers, retailer ID, 
merchant classi?cation code, merchant consortium code, 
location code, and the like. Manufacturers 106 and mer 
chants 104 may transmit data to central reWards mechanism 
102 in any form and by any means knoWn in the art, 
including any of the communications means described 
above. 

[0065] The manufacturer data is stored by the central 
reWards mechanism 102 in database 103. Database 103 may 
be any type of database, such as relational, hierarchical, 
object-oriented, and/or the like. Common database products 
that may be used to implement database 103 include DB2 by 
IBM (White Plains, N.Y.), any of the database products 
available from Oracle Corporation (Redwood Shores, 
Calif.), Microsoft Access by Microsoft Corporation (Red 
mond, Wash), or any other database product. Database 103 
may be organiZed in any suitable manner, including as data 
tables or lookup tables. 

[0066] The central reWards mechanism 102 may receive 
and process consumer ID information and purchase data 
from any of the retailer systems 104. The central reWards 
mechanism 102 may also associate a particular consumer ID 
With the purchase data and a corresponding manufacturer 
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item identi?er. In one embodiment, a ?lter module of the 
central reWards mechanism 102 performs an analysis involv 
ing any of the folloWing: a consumer ID, purchase data, a 
point ratio, a consumer pro?le, a retailer ID, merchant 
classi?cation code, merchant consortium code, location 
code, and a manufacturer ID. The analysis, may be depen 
dent upon an association of the consumer ID, merchant data, 
purchase data, and the manufacturer item identi?er. The 
analysis may further comprise, for example, a calculation of 
reWards points and/ or other analyses for purposes of market 
segmentation, determining consumer spending behavior, 
correlating spending behavior and consumer demographics, 
and/or the like, as described in greater detail above. 

[0067] In one exemplary embodiment, the central reWards 
mechanism 102 stores and/or informs a consumer of the 
reWards points that have been earned from a particular 
transaction as Well as accumulated over time. The number of 
reWards points calculated and aWarded by the central 
reWards mechanism 102 for a particular purchase may 
depend upon a predetermined reWards ratio. The reWards 
ratio may be determined by the retailer, the system admin 
istrator, the manufacturer of the purchased item, and/or any 
other suitable third-party. For example, if a participating 
consumer buys a product from a retailer for $100 and if the 
retailer reWards ratio is one reWard point for each dollar of 
the purchase price (i.e., one-for-one), once the consumer’s 
consumer ID is identi?ed by the system, the consumer is 
credited With a suitable number of reWards points from the 
retailer, Which, in this case, Would be 100 points. In addition, 
the retailer may be linked to a consortium of merchants 
through a merchant consortium code. Thus, if the consor 
tium agrees to issue reWard points based on a purchase from 
a consortium member, then the consortium may select a 
point ratio that is different than the retailer’s selected ratio. 
Further, if the manufacturer also chooses to issue reWards 
points for the item purchased, the manufacturer may select 
a point ratio that is different from the retailer’s and/or the 
consortium’s selected ratio. In the illustrated example, if the 
manufacturer’s selected point ratio is tWo-for-one, then the 
consumer Will be aWarded an additional 200 points from the 
manufacturer for this single $100 purchase. If the consor 
tium’s point ratio is one half-for-one, then the consumer Will 
be aWarded an additional 50 points for the $100 purchase. 
Therefore, in all, the consumer Would have earned a total of 
350 points for the single $100 purchase. 

[0068] The system may also provide a line of credit to 
advance loyalty points to any entity discussed herein, as set 
forth in, for example, US. Ser. No.: 11/548,203, ?led on 
Oct. 10, 2006 and entitled “A System And Method For 
Issuing And Using A Loyalty Point Advance” and US. Ser. 
No. 09/718,192, ?led on Nov. 21, 2000 and entitled “System 
And Method For The Real-Time Transfer Of Loyalty Points 
BetWeen Accounts”, Which is hereby incorporated by refer 
ence. 

[0069] In the manner described by Way of example above, 
the system of the invention may provide “earn accelerators” 
through Which consumers may accumulate reWards points at 
comparatively rapid rate. In other Words, a single purchase 
may generate reWards points for a consumer from any or all 
of a retailer, merchant consortium, manufacturer, and/or any 
other third-party provider. The generated reWards points 
may be used as reWards currency by the consumer through 
out the netWork established by the system of the invention. 
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[0070] In an exemplary embodiment, retailer system 104 
comprises a retailer terminal 108 and a retailer processor 110 
in communication With database 111. Retailer terminal 108 
comprises any device capable of identifying a consumer ID. 
Exemplary devices for identifying a consumer ID may 
include a conventional card reader Which recognizes a 
magnetic stripe or bar code associated With a consumer ID, 
a biometric device, a smart card reader Which recognizes 
information stored on a microchip integrated With a con 
sumer ID, and any device capable of receiving or uploading 
consumer ID data transmitted electronically, magnetically, 
optically, and/or the like. In one embodiment, retailer ter 
minal 108 and retailer processor 110 are co-located at a retail 
store. In another embodiment, retail terminal 108 and 
retailer processor 110 are remote from each other. 

[0071] In an exemplary embodiment, as illustrated in FIG. 
2, retailer terminal 108 comprises a retailer POS terminal 
112, such as a cash register for example. When a consumer 
ID is used at the time an item is purchased, purchase data, 
including a SKU number, is input, sensed, or otherWise 
recogniZed by terminal 108, and then the purchase data is 
processed and stored by retailer processor 110. Retailer 
processor 110 comprises or is in communication With a 
suitable database 111 or other storage device for maintaining 
and storing purchase data and any other suitable retailer 
information. Database 111 may be any type of database, 
such as any of the database products described above for 
example. Database 111 may be organiZed in any suitable 
manner, including as data tables or lookup tables. Purchase 
data that is stored in database 111 is available to the retailer’s 
local back of?ce system (not shoWn) for inventory, account 
ing, tax, data analysis, and other purposes. The captured 
purchase data may include the item purchased, the item’s 
unit price, the number of items purchased, the date, the store 
location, an employee ID, and any other information related 
to the purchase. In an exemplary embodiment, retailer 
processor 110 may also receive, process, and store manu 
facturer data, such as information regarding products and/or 
services and UPC data, from manufacturers 106 Who have 
enrolled in the system 100. The manufacturer data may be 
stored in any suitable form, including data tables or lookup 
tables. 

[0072] In accordance With the exemplary embodiments 
illustrated in FIG. 3, purchase data may also be transmitted 
to and stored and processed by a retailer regional processor 
114 (or, alternatively, a retailer national database (not 
shoWn)) in communication With database 115 for the pur 
pose of further back o?ice and cumulative data analysis. 
Database 115 may be any type of database, such as any of 
the database products described in greater detail above for 
example. Database 115 may be organiZed in any suitable 
manner, including as data tables or lookup tables. In an 
exemplary embodiment, retailer processor 110 optionally 
may be integrated With retailer regional processor 114 
(illustrated by the phantom lines encompassing Retailer 
Processor 1 and retailer regional processor 114 Within the 
system of Retailer/Merchant #2), thereby forming a single 
device. In another embodiment, retailer processor 110 and 
retailer regional processor 114 are separate devices Which 
may be either co-located With each other or remotely located 
from one another. For example, in one embodiment, retailer 
processor 110 and regional processor 114 are co-located at 
a particular retail store. In another embodiment, retailer 

Aug. 23, 2007 

processor 110 is located at a particular retail store and 
retailer regional processor 114 is remotely located at a 
regional of?ce. 

[0073] Regardless of the location of retailer regional pro 
cessor 114, retailer regional processor 114 receives and 
processes similar information from each of the retailer 
processors 110 associated With each of the retail stores 
oWned by the same retailer. Whether the system 100 com 
prises a retailer regional processor 114 or a retailer national 
processor may be a function of the number of stores main 
tained by a particular retailer. That is, a larger retailer Who 
has numerous stores throughout the country, for example, 
may choose to have a plurality of regional processors, While 
a smaller retailer With a feW stores scattered across the 

country may be better served by a single, national processor. 
In exemplary embodiments, the retailer regional processors 
114 and/or national processors communicate With a suitable 
database 115 or other storage device Which is con?gured to 
store and maintain purchase data and any other suitable 
retailer information. In another exemplary embodiment, 
retailer regional processor 114 may receive, process, and 
store manufacturer data, such as information regarding prod 
ucts and/ or services and UPC data, from manufacturers 106 
Who have enrolled in the system 100. The manufacturer data 
may be stored in any suitable form, including data tables or 
lookup tables. 

[0074] With momentary reference to FIG. 2, retailer ter 
minal 108 may comprise a rewards terminal 116 through 
Which a consumer may be updated With regard to various 
aspects of the system. For example, reWards terminal 116 
may inform a consumer of the number of reWard points that 
they have accumulated from all system participants and the 
types of aWards that may be obtained using those reWard 
points. Moreover, reWards terminal 116 may suggest to the 
consumer various aWards for Which the consumer is eligible 
based upon the reWards points generated by the consumer’s 
netWork-Wide purchases. In this context, netWork-Wide pur 
chases include any purchases of items corresponding to 
retailers and/or manufacturers participating in the system 
100. 

[0075] In an exemplary embodiment, reWards terminal 
116 operates in real-time. In this context, “real-time” means 
that reWard points are immediately, or nearly immediately, 
updated at the time purchases are made and are therefore 
immediately redeemable by the consumer at the a point of 
sale. Thus, for example, a consumer may be informed by 
reWards terminal 116 at the point of sale that the item being 
purchased by the consumer may be purchased using the 
consumer’s accumulated reWard points, including points 
accumulated on a netWork level. Points accumulated on a 
network level enable consumers to accumulate points more 
rapidly than Would be possible if only a single retailer or 
group of retailers Were issuing the points. In one embodi 
ment, reWards terminal 116 may update a consumer’s 
reWards points in real-time and, in response to the consum 
er’s particular points total, issue a coupon, a gift certi?cate, 
and/or additional bonus points to the consumer. 

[0076] In another exemplary embodiment, the system may 
operate in batch mode, Wherein points totals are calculated, 
stored, and periodically updated for access by the retailer 
terminal 108, including POS terminal 112 and/or reWards 
terminal 116. Thus in this embodiment, the consumer may 
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be noti?ed of available points sometime after a purchase, or 
a suggestive sale may take place after a purchase. The total 
point count or suggestive sale may take into account points 
generated and accumulated as the result of network-wide 
purchases. 
[0077] In various alternate embodiments of the invention, 
retailer terminal 108 may include a rewards terminal 116 but 
not a POS terminal 112; a POS terminal 112 but not a 
rewards terminal 116; or a POS terminal 112 in communi 
cation with a rewards terminal 116. In alternate embodi 
ments, where terminal 108 includes a POS terminal 112 and 
a rewards terminal 116, the two terminals 112 and 116 may 
be variously implemented as separate terminals, integrated 
terminals, or software within a device. In another embodi 
ment, where terminal 108 comprises a rewards terminal 116 
but not a POS terminal 112, terminal 108 may be a kiosk 
terminal located within a retail store or some other remote 
terminal which is capable of recogniZing a consumer ID and 
communicating with the system 100. A consumer may use 
independent rewards terminal 116 to do, for example, any of 
the following: view accumulated reward points totals; view 
potential awards which the consumer may obtain in 
exchange for various numbers of points; select an award; 
redeem rewards points for a selected award; request and/or 
receive a reward points advisory statement; and/or view a 
directory of participating retailers, manufacturers, and third 
party providers. 

[0078] In another exemplary embodiment, system 100 
further comprises a consumer terminal 118. Consumer ter 
minal 118 is any remote terminal through which a consumer 
may access other aspects of the system 100. Consumer 
terminal 118 may comprise any of the input devices, com 
puting units, or computing systems described above. Fur 
ther, consumer terminal 118 communicates with the system 
100 -through any of the communications networks described 
above. In one embodiment, consumer terminal 118 permits 
a consumer to engage multiple facets of the system 100 in 
an interactive online communications environment. The 
interactive online environment made available through con 
sumer terminal 118 is an extension of the network-level 
incentive award program and is implemented in conjunction 
with other aspects of the system 100. In this context, a 
consumer may uses consumer terminal 118 for a variety of 

purposes. In one embodiment, consumer terminal 118 may 
be used to communicate with and receive information from 
the central rewards mechanism 102. For example, a con 
sumer may use consumer terminal 118 to do any of the 
following: enroll in the system; receive statements or reports 
regarding accumulated reward points totals; receive bonus 
details; view potential awards which the consumer may 
obtain in exchange for various numbers of points; select an 
award; receive redemption information; view points adjust 
ments; redeem rewards points for a selected award; request 
and/or receive a reward points advisory statement; receive 
information regarding where and how points were earned 
and/ or how points were redeemed; receive information 
regarding expiration dates for points earned; receive infor 
mation relating to any applicable fees; receive information 
regarding marketing promotions; and/or view a directory of 
participating retailers, manufacturers, and/ or third-party pro 
viders. 

[0079] In another embodiment, consumer terminal 118 
may be used to interact with and/or make purchases and 

Aug. 23, 2007 

generate rewards points from participating online retailers, 
as illustrated by the various phantom lines in FIG. 1. The 
online retailer may then communicate with the central 
rewards mechanism 102 to transmit and process a consumer 
ID, purchase data, etc., as described above with reference to 
retailer 104 of FIG. 1. Information communicated between 
the online consumer, the online retailer, and the online 
central rewards mechanism may include, for example, prod 
uct or service information, prices, availability of the product 
or service, shipping information, rewards points informa 
tion, available awards, information regarding points ratios 
and points redemption, and/or the like. In one embodiment, 
consumer terminal 118 operates in real-time, as described 
above with respect to rewards terminal 116. In another 
embodiment, the consumer terminal 118 may operate in 
batch mode, as described above. In still a further embodi 
ment, consumer terminal 118 operates in a manner which 
includes aspects of both real-time functionality and batch 
mode functionality. 

[0080] In accordance with a further aspect of the inven 
tion, the system 100 may comprise a rewards server 120 in 
communication with a database 121, as illustrated in FIG. 2. 
Database 121 may be any type of database, such as any of 
the database products described above for example. Data 
base 121 may be organiZed in any suitable manner, including 
as data tables or lookup tables. In an exemplary embodi 
ment, rewards server 120 may be any hardware and/or 
software that is con?gured to communicate with the central 
rewards mechanism 102 and either the retailer processor 110 
or the retailer regional processor 114. In alternate exemplary 
embodiments, rewards server 120 may be integrated with 
retailer system 104; rewards server 120 may be integrated 
with central rewards mechanism 102; or rewards server 120 
may be separate from both retailer system 104 and central 
rewards mechanism 102. In a further embodiment, the 
rewards server 120 may communicate with both a retailer 
national processor (not shown) and the central rewards 
mechanism 102. 

[0081] In an exemplary embodiment, rewards server 120 
receives, processes, and stores both manufacturer data and 
retailer data. Manufacturer data may include descriptions of 
products and/or services and UPC data transmitted from 
manufacturers 106 who have enrolled in the system 100. The 
manufacturer data may be stored in any suitable form, 
including data tables or lookup tables. Retailer data may 
include descriptions of products and/or services, merchant 
classi?cation codes, merchant consortium codes, location 
codes, and SKU data transmitted from retailers 104 who 
have enrolled in the system 100. The retailer data may be 
stored in any suitable form including, for example, data 
tables or lookup tables where it may be subsequently used 
for transaction ?ltering processes as will be described in 
greater detail in relation to FIGS. 8 and 9. 

[0082] In an exemplary embodiment, the rewards server 
120 performs a plurality of functions that might otherwise be 
performed by the central rewards mechanism 102. For 
example, since rewards calculations require signi?cant pro 
cessing and memory resources, performance of calculations 
processing by the rewards server 120 at the regional level 
lessens the processing load on the central rewards mecha 
nism 102, thereby increasing the e?iciency of the central 
rewards mechanism 102. In an exemplary embodiment, each 
retailer’s region, which comprises a plurality of that retail 












